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For the full text of this licence, please go to: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/2. be shed on this little-known group of objects that represent a number of aspects of decorative arts history. As in many analyses of decorative arts, it is important to look at the wider cultural significance of the dummy boards as well as their apparent function as interior decoration. Looking at these objects presents certain problems from a methodological point of view. Firstly, they are for the most part unattributable, have little in the way of provenance, and therefore are not rooted in a particular history. Secondly, only a relatively small physical sample remains which is very variable in quality but nevertheless belies the probable widespread use of these figures during the period under review. Thirdly, there is the common problem of seeing historical objects with a modern eye, especially since the conditions of viewing, and the sensory expectations were often very different. 2 It is an interesting phenomenon that, when relatively little is known about objects, there develops a build-up of fable and stories around them. Perhaps the number of beds that Queen Elizabeth I is alleged to have slept in exceeds the number of stories about dummy boards that abound, but she does have a royal advantage. The descriptions of the use of these figures have included Aunt Sallies for husbands to vicariously beat their wives; targets for firing practice; burglary protection for vacant houses, door stops, fire screens (probably from the devant la cheminée tradition) and most probably their use as "silent companions" or presences in empty spaces.
Although there is no reason to build unsubstantiated and extravagant claims for the use of these objects that were really another part of a roomscape, albeit a part with a particular role, they are interesting as representatives of a particular aspect of living during the period 1660-1800. 3 The original historian of dummy boards, H. Syer
Cuming, writing in 1874 noted that, "the seventeenth century seems to have been an era particularly fertile in quaint fancies." 4 Whilst this may be true, dummy boards are more than a simple representation of quaint fancy. There are six particular aspects which will help to unravel the history of these figures: firstly the perennial fascination with matters of illusion and reality was particularly strong in the period; secondly, issues of power, ownership and materialism were also prime concerns of the time.
Thirdly, the idea of "wit" embodied in notions that these decorative objects had a prime intention of amusement and fun. Fourthly, the probable Dutch origins of these objects: fifthly the production methods and procedures and finally an analysis of models and typology.
Illusion and Reality
Amongst the "quaint fancies" of the seventeenth century (and to some extent the eighteenth) the issues raised by concepts of illusion and reality were of prime interest.
One of the bases of illusion was the creation of a see-sawing of opposite emotions, which created an interplay between the object and the subject, thereby tricking and entertaining the onlooker. The changes from "appearing" and "seeming", to "being"
and back again created a very real interaction for the subject. This fascination for beguiling the mind extended across a range of visual culture, including painting, literature, applied arts and the stage. 5 Many other areas of life displayed this interest in a less obvious way. In cabinet-making, many pieces were produced with secret compartments or disguised uses or finishes, whilst Grinling Gibbons was highly regarded for his illusionistic carvings. 6 In fashion, masks and fans played an important part in social rituals of pretence, and Queen Anne and the Duchess of Marlborough played fantasy games by calling each other Mrs Morley and Mrs Freeman respectively. Concurrent with these cultural concerns was a renewed fascination with science including optics and perspective. 7 Two contemporary diarists give us a flavour of this interest in illusion and deception. In 1664, Pepys gave an account of his visit to a Mr Povey"s home where the diarist was impressed by the decorative effects created by a "perspective upon his wall in his garden" and also "with the perspective in the closet." 8 This painting, some two metres high, was hidden behind a closed door, which, when opened by the owner, prompted an amazed response from the viewer as it first appeared to deceive the eye.
The amusement value was clear. Nine years later, John Evelyn tells of a room called Paradise, in Hatton Garden, London, that "was furnished with the representations of all sorts of animals handsomely painted on boards or cloth and so cut out and made to stand and move, fly, crawl, roar, and make their several cries , as was not unpretty." 9 It can be easily imagined that the jump from depictions of animals to human beings was not very difficult.
The origins and circumstances of the early production of dummy board figures are subject to conjecture as the evidence is scarce, but an argument can be established to show that they probably derived generally from the interests expressed above, and specifically from three varied, but connected sources, which appear to be linked. The first is the use of these deceptions in the creation of stage sets for the theatre, or other displays such as those mentioned by Evelyn above. Second, is the interest in various perspective effects and other aspects of illusion in art, especially trompe l"oeil, that were particularly developed in the seventeenth century. Thirdly there is the probable extrapolation of "fixed" or shadowy figures from paintings of Dutch interiors.
The social conditions surrounding the production of dummy boards can also guide our responses. From the early sixteenth century, artists had enjoyed producing visual games in which the viewer is first dislocated, then surprised, and finally amused as the confusion is resolved. Anamorphic images for example, where the viewer is initially deceived, but the truth is eventually revealed, are a sophisticated example of this game. The dummy boards were appealing to a similar taste, although their appeal may have been more general than the specific scientific examples.
Whether the intended audience was cosmopolitan or parochial, the manipulation of appearances, and tricks of perception were part of a wider and continuing interest in wit as a psychological and literary convention. 10 In the case of dummy board figures, the willing suspension of disbelief, in conjunction with an active imagination, combined to create a playful object that at its best was also a work of art, as well as a delightful distraction for the viewer. In addition there is an element of entertainment on the part of a knowing audience who set up the joke and watched the trick unfold.
As has been intimated, the origin of the figures can be partly located in the traditions of trompe l"oeil and painted perspectives. Cut-out dummy figures are distant descendants of these painterly traditions of beguiling the mind, reflecting the status of the owner and providing amusement, once the illusion is discovered. This intention was already developed in the decorative arts, in the works of sixteenth century Italian intarsia craftsmen. 11 Although the painterly tradition can be traced back to Roman works, the particular images relating to the development discussed can Although likely to be a reference to his stage work as a masque designer, the pejorative nature of the remark may not have been lost on contemporary readers, and the reference to "inch boards" may be a reference to forms of cut-out figures.
Materialism
Dummy boards are a small reflection of materialism in society. 21 And continuing her list it could be suggested-dummy boards. It is no coincidence that these figures were part of the domestic interior where an individual home-owner might be "on display" both literally and metaphorically. Therefore, the home and its furnishing was clearly important as an actuality and as a self-representation. 24 A contemporary merchant Asselyn explained this attitude: "My home is my ornament. Dummy boards clearly fit into this category well. Houbraken tells of a gentleman who for a joke placed a dummy board at the door to the salon where guests were received. Some of the guests took the figure for a servant and tried to give it a tip, but the board"s hands remained by its sides and it then became an occasion for laughter. 30 However, the best example to illustrate the amusement value of the dummy board figure is found in the diary of Sally Wister of Philadelphia written in 1777. She recorded the following incident:
"We had brought some weeks ago a British grenadier from Uncle Miles on purpose to divert us. It is remarkably well executed, six feet high, and makes a martial appearance. This we agreed to stand at the door…with another figure, a Turk, that would add to the deceit".
She continues with an explanation that the gentlemen of the house were wanted at the door, and that the chief victim of the prank was to be a Captain Tilley. Greek, Gorgias, whose maxim stated that "he who practices deception is more just than he who does not, and he who had yielded to deception is wiser than he who does not." 34 In 1644, De Brune wrote: "This is also the case with paintings, since theirs is a pleasurable and harmless deception. For to wonder at things which are not there as if they were, and to be so taken with them that we convince ourselves, without harm, that they do exist, how can that not bring pleasure to our spirits? Certainly it delights someone beyond measure when he is deceived by a false likeness of things." "Here an apple, pear or a lemon in a dish rack, there a slipper or shoes painted on a cut out panel and placed in the corner of the room or under a chair. There were also dried, salted fish on a nail behind the door, and these were so deceptively painted that one could easily mistake them for actual dried fish." 41 Although not explicit, it seems clear that reference is being made to the amusing qualities offered by the cut out figures. The intention to deceive and then cause amusement seems to have been one of the main objectives of the figures. It is recorded that even Rembrandt (1606-1669) painted a life-sized portrait of his maid, which was intended to be placed in an open window "and in this manner deceiving all passers-by". 42 Roger de Piles (1635-1709) who eventually acquired the figure, said that "the ultimate goal of painting is not so much to beguile the mind as to deceive the eye". 43 It is clear that these figures achieve that goal at least.
Production
Most dummy boards follow a standard method of production, although the quality and style can vary quite considerably. Dummy board figures are usually made from three components, the board itself, the painted finish and the support. The first boards used were up to 1.5 inches thick and rarely less than three quarters of an inch thick. In early cases they were likely to be of oak or pitch pine, all in one piece; in later ones they could be of beech, mahogany or other timber, often in a jointed form. It is usually the case that the later the board, the thinner the timber. The artist probably sketched an outline onto a board then the joiner cut it to shape and feathered the edge, the feathering or bevelling being necessary to create the illusion. Once cut, two or three washes of boiling linseed oil were applied, followed by a rubbing down with distemper or powdered white lead mixed with parchment paste. The colours were painted over this base, the distemper soaking up the excess oil and increasing the brilliance of the paint. The boards were then varnished and burnished.
Although some well-known artists appeared to have painted a number of figures (see above) it was sign-writers or trade-painters that probably produced the majority. These naïve interpretations of high-style trompe l"oeil were disdained by contemporary commentators. In 1719, Houbraken noted that "one doesn"t see much now except the daubs made by the fumblers and bunglers who badly imitate the previously mentioned masters." 44 But a reasonable living might be made as a contemporary deed indicates that Houbraken himself received 21 florins for three dummy boards, and his elder children continued the trade after his death. 45 One historian has asserted that "until the 1760s professional portrait painters decorated the majority of dummy boards; their work is recognised by life-like poses and vivacious expressions." 46 Although this assertion may be incorrect, the cut-off date of 1760s has been carefully used because in 1763 by-laws were passed in London which were designed to prohibit the use of hanging [painted] signs. Obviously this would leave sign painters with little to do, so it may be probable that they turned to dummy board figure painting and similar work with renewed vigour. 47 However, sign-painters had been working in this field before as is shown by a letter sent by one I. 49 The choice of costume and image is a salutary reminder of the discrepancy between date of production and image.
The dummy boards could be designed for a particular place by altering the angle of pose and arranging a suitable support, 50 or they could be moved to suit occasions as required. Sometimes, when they were planned to be seen at night they would be supplied with lighted candles, and in other cases they might be placed so they were silhouetted against a lighted room, doorway or staircase. For the illusion to . 55 This dating is based on the dress of the figure, but the representation may in fact be a witty reference, reflecting the example described on Pott"s trade card, above.
The ghostly images and the potential of a double illusion is clear.
Maids and Pseudo Maids
One of the most numerous groups of figures are the so-called "sweeping maids". The can tell that there may not be an age of renaissance for picture board dummies" 68 .
This renaissance did not seem to take long. In Ferguson"s article written in 1895, he ended a description of the soldier figure boards, by saying "they are so frequently to be found in inns, tea-gardens and the like places, as to suggest that the veteran had become the host of the inn, or keeper of the tea-garden". 69 More interestingly he made a footnote which referred to some interior dummy board figures at Knole. He noted that one figure was purchased within the last thirty years and the other he "thought quite unnecessary to mention , as it is quite modern". 70 This remark confirms that the figures were sometimes reproduced as fakes or copies in the later nineteenth century, often in costume of an earlier period or even as an attempts to imitate famous figures of the past 71 . This practice has continued sporadically ever since. During the 1920s figures with details copied from family portraits were produced, 72 and some interiors today sport dummy boards as part of their decorative accessories.
